the boy to steady, but he does; his ashy limbs are stronger than they look. They ride off the main tarmacked road, turning onto another one hardpacked with smooth red soil, with a long, thin mohawk of grass running down the middle, where car tires can't mow it down. Trees line the roadside, bringing such welcome cool.
"Aren't you the Reverend's daughter?" "How would you know?" "You have been away a long time." "Really?" "I've been working on this road for a year and I haven't taken you." She kept silent. Did this boy think he was police? "You know, the Reverend is a true man of God. And he gives tips. And on Sunday, he even gives lunch." "So you pray there?" "Me? I don't have time, but I take people there from all over." She ignores him as they pass identical-looking tin-roofed houses with two windows and one door as if drawn by little children. Chickens scuttle out of the way, the thin dogs are slower, a lone brown cow doesn't bother, just looks at them, bored, chewing, and they swerve around it. "And they pray for me, so I'm lucky." He smiles. "I'm even luckier now I'm taking you." "I'm not giving you a tip." They both laugh. "I'm just telling you," he says. "Your father is sent by God. We all know that."
They arrive, and as she pays him, he says, "Pray for me, at least." She looks in his eyes for a long moment. Does he know? She takes her heavy bags and walks away.
• • •
The church dominaTes the compound: a large rectangular structure that is simply a concrete floor below and a corrugated iron roof above held up by wooden poles all around. No walls except the front one, so that wind and the Holy Spirit can flow through unimpeded to keep the worshippers cool but on fire. About twenty long brown benches arranged in rows face the front, where there is nothing but a bare wooden table with a thick book on it, and a white wall on which biblical verses are painted in black and red with a large circular hand.
At the other end of the compound, partly surrounded by a sparse green hedge, is her father's house. It looks shrunken compared to the church. Its walls are painted brown half way up and yellow above, and support a rusty brown corrugated iron roof. Two wooden shutters are open in the front, and one of them still bangs angrily into the wall as if fighting with the chance breeze that dares blow through. As always, two stools sit outside in the shade created by the extended roof. Her father is in one of them, hunched over slightly, of course. She can't remember him being anywhere else, except when he moved the stool beneath one of the mango trees for a deeper shade and cooler air, or when he was in his church, in front of the congregation, shouting his head and heart out. Today he is sitting quietly, brooding, probably still waiting for visitors with spiritual problems, or waiting to be called to eat. In those days, as he waited, he tinkered with a broken radio or bicycle, kettle or iron, disfigured metal parts strewn around his feet. The visitors would come like the seasons, sometimes pouring in, a crowd of twenty or more, to wait patiently for hours under the mango tree for their turn. They sprawled over the grass, swatting flies from their faces, listlessly turning limp Bible pages, or breastfeeding babies. And then, for some reason, the downpour would stop, and only a trickle of one or two per day would come for weeks. When the dry season came, they ate much less at home; no chicken, no meat. She always wondered what caused the shift. Well, here she is too, and no doubt, he will wonder why. It looks like off-season.
As she approaches him, Severino looks up from a fat book on his lap, curled open in his short, thick gnarled hands. It is the same one, his old, battered Bible, with its black mock-leather cover and pages as thin as moth's wings, once white, now faded to brown at the edges.
"You have come," he says after a moment. "Yes, father." He reaches forward and pushes the other stool towards her. "There's some water inside."
Acheing puts down her bags: a bulging zipped canvas bag, a green plastic one full of sweet potatoes and a basket of beans, tomatoes, and bitter green oranges that her father liked to cut and suck. To enter the house, she has to crouch through the threshold, and the interior is smaller, darker, dustier, and more crowded than she remembers. The ceiling is lower, but there still are bulging sacks in every corner, yellowing newspapers piled high on small tables, and a grey door leading to an inner room, closed.
Her mother, who had tried to keep some order, has long since passed away. Cleaning after her husband was a fight she renewed every day, over the very same small ground, stuffing into sacks and boxes newspapers, church pamphlets, choir robes, beads, bottles of oil, rope, and metal and plastic parts of secondhand radios, bicycles, kettles, sewing machines opened, undone and scattered about. She cleared and conquered territory every morning, knowing she would lose it by the end of each day. This never stopped her, though. It was a cough that did in the end.
To enter the house, she has to crouch through the threshold, and the interior is smaller, darker, dustier, and more crowded than she remembers.
The cough started small, like an insect in her throat, scratching, scratching, and all the ginger and neem tea she took only seemed to nourish it, and it grew and grew, filling her lungs with phlegm as it slowly, steadily ate at her from the inside out. Cough syrup didn't help either, so she went to hospital where they injected her every third day, with what, she was not quite sure, and they gave her even more syrup, but the scratchy insect turned into a huge bat that flapped its wings painfully in her chest. When Severino ran out of money, they gave up on white medicine. Prayers, holy water, and oil were poured over her every day, but the bat, now foul beast, became too big for her chest, and coughing, coughing, coughing, took over her clammy belly and back, and breathed out through her skinny shivering arms and legs, and beat at her pounding head. The beast became her, and possessed, she could do nothing-not dig, not clean, not cook, just lie there, her body shaking with each crater-like cough, and each cough was accompanied by the regular banging of the unhinged shutter outside her window. For a year, both sounds became as normal as the doves cooing outside, so that after a while, both were no longer really heard. Her daughter washed her clean each day and her husband prayed noisily over her each morning and night. "Oh Father, our Father," he beseeched, "we ask you today to place your healing hand upon her!" They fed her vegetable soup with a spoon, chicken or fish soup on Sunday, and left her to lie on her back, coughing and quaking and praying. Eventually she became too weak to even lift her hand to wipe the spittle from her own cheek and chin, nor could she move to pee in the basin beside her, and on one quiet morning, to their relief, the shutter banged on alone. Acheing was seventeen then, and afterwards she half-heartedly tried to clean her father's growing, living mess, but the following year, she got married to Okot, her father's choice, and moved on to clean her own house, before she left that too.
The water pot still sits on a small round banana-fiber seat near the inner door. Acheing pours water in a plastic cup, gulps down its coolness, and wonders who fills it. She goes back outside, bowing through the doorway, and perches on the empty stool, which is now much too small for her. Her father watches her silently. Unlike her mother, who before her illness was like a soft cushion, her father is an abrasive steel wool sponge. His is to scoff and scold. "Why were you given brains?" used to be his reply to any question that couldn't be answered with a Bible verse. After a few moments, she sighs, gives up the stool, and goes back into the house for a woven grass mat of faded green with unraveling borders, something from her mother's era. Outside, she unfurls it and sits down, stretching out her long legs in relief.
"Who cooks for you now?" she asks. "There's a girl from the church," he replies, pointing his chin toward the sanctuary in the distance.
"You could marry again." "Is that what you came to tell me?" She keeps silent. She does not know how to start, how to share this news she has, which is bigger than them-bigger than any fight they have ever had. At least, the air between them is not hostile. He does not mention Okot, her former husband, his disciple, the man he chose for her, the man who chased her away, childless and in shame. They do not talk about why they have not talked since then, the deliberate two-year silence, and now "Why were you given brains?" used to be his reply to any question that couldn't be answered with a Bible verse.
here she is. She does not feel any of the anger that had boiled in him so fiercely and poured out all over her. Has it burnt out? She pulls herself up silently, goes around to the back of the house to the kitchen shack, and finds a thin teenage girl with large sorrowful-looking eyes stirring beans over a fire. She too does not have much to say.
Dusk settles quickly, and as the darkness spreads, Acheing feels herself receding further and further into her childhood. She shrinks inside her body as the dark shapes and shadows of trees and buildings grow larger, fill the sky and carpet the ground. This is the same blue darkness in which they sat down to eat night after night, and she is engulfed by the same comforting sound of her father wolfing down posho and bean sauce cooked with greens. He always ate like he had never eaten before, large fingers grabbing from the dish between them, kneading the off-white spongy posho in his palm in a dance of fingers, digging a hole in it with the hook of his thumb, scooping the sauce with the starch, then opening his mouth wider than necessary, like a hungry little boy, and scoffing it down in a blink, his head and neck craning forward and back from the effort to swallow, and before she could take another breath, he quickly repeated the sequence.
She cuts off a smaller piece of the posho for herself. "Before you finish it all." Her mother used to say that every time.
He harrumphs, not wasting time with words. He is finished before she is halfway done, and grabs an old plastic soda bottle half full of clear liquid that is beside his sandaled feet, turns it up to his mouth and gulps, his Adam's apple working as fiercely as his hands have been eating. He places the bottle down onto the mud-packed ground, coughs, eyes tearing, and thumps his chest, clears his throat. "His personal spirit," he once told her gruffly, when she was still young enough to ask. She once thought things would stay like this always. Safe. Sure. She stops eating, balances the plates and dishes in her hands, and carries them back to the kitchen. She won't go back to her father's silence; she will take a bath instead, be clean for church that night. She would have to talk to him after that.
The church is cool and full of faithful heads raised and eyes closed fervently. Her father is up at the front, in a blue gown, but he too has shrunk. He still preaches his own fiery version of salvation, though. Only two bare bulbs hang down from poles supporting the roof, and all around them are dark clusters of trees gathered like long lost relatives who have returned to watch, to wait. The cool night wind whispers to her. And far up above, as always, the wide and steady black sky is scattered with stars. Looking up, how can anyone doubt God? How could she? Acheing joins in as the faithful bellow out song after song, clapping and dancing, and the songs raise them high, high above their ordinary posho and beans and scrambling-for-shillings life. They come close, so close to this wonderful other place called heaven that is filled with stars; they can stretch their hands and almost reach it. Praise God! Reverend Severino shows them the way. She is shouting, singing, crying, shaking, dancing. She can see, far up above, the distant calm place called heaven. It is a clean new country, Uganda. It could be; it once was. Jesus has shared this secret with her: to get there, they will have to pass through scalding fire, fire that is already laying waste to the land. It will spread, north, east, south… but how can she tell them, so they can best understand? Jesus will lead us safely through. I assure you. This is the message. Even I was empty, childless, barren, cursed, but now I am full of fire! Severino's many faithful followers turn from him to Acheing. They open their mouths and minds and the flames land. At last. The flames flower on their lips, burning away lies and fear and doubt. They sing, they sway, they wave their arms to heaven, they fall down between the benches, run to the front, swirl around, shout in garbled tongues, mouths on fire. Acheing catches them and they rise together, higher and higher. Severino's eyes are wide open now, staring at his daughter. This is she, at last. She has come.
